2l8                    SOUTH   LATITUDE
Every step seemed to bring more and more rounded sky-lines
into view before us. When Oates, who had made the out-
ward journey on skis far behind us, overtook me on his return
and, pausing in his easy flight, made bright conversation, I
could make no answer. My whole energy was concentrated
desperately on this ridiculously difficult business of getting
along. But at last, resting every few paces, tottering,
scarcely able to lift one foot after the other, the Australian
and I reached the Wyatt Earp. We climbed over her rail
under the indifferent gaze of her crew regarding us with
faint amusement over their golden beards. A splendid
smell of cooking came from her galley, something with
carrots. In the saloon, so small that we sat with knees
touching on opposite sides of the table between the benches
that lined the bulkheads, I was brought slowly back to life
with whisky. " Well," they said, laughing at my distress,
" if you will try and do it on foot what can you expect? " I
had no answer. I said something about snow-shoes. We
returned to our own ship in the motor-boat, into the bottom
of which I threw the snow-shoes, so useless and futile, with
an equally useless and futile malediction.
On the Wyatt Earp the flags of three nations stood at half
mast. As we bounded across the bay under the inky sky,
from which large soft flakes now and again floated down, we
saw a figure go aft in the Discovery II and lower the flag of the
Falkland Islands at her stern.
" Hullo! What's that for? " said someone.
" He's dead, poor old chap."
"Dead? Who?"
" The King, you idiot ... The King of England."
We were silent. The snow flakes, falling gently every-
where, whirled into eddies astern of us and disappeared upon
the iron-grey water of the Bay of Whales.